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Complex Inferiorities: the Poetics of the Weaker Voice in Latin Literature, an edited 
volume from a conference at Oxford in 2014, begins by quoting an interview with 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Many people claim subaltern status, she says, in order to 
amplify their own voice. But merely affecting a marginalized status is a dangerous thing, 
since it obscures the struggles of those who are genuinely voiceless in contemporary 
society. Subalternity is not a mask to be put on and off by the social elite, and so those 
with power, she states, ‘should not call themselves subaltern’. As Sebastian Matzner 
reminds us in his introduction to this volume, Latin literature has preserved almost 
entirely the thoughts and impressions of the socially elite. So when authors write about 
women, or the poor, or enslaved, do we really hear the voices of the disempowered? Or 
are these just the sort of impersonations that Spivak condemns? That is the problem 
confronted by this interesting and varied set of essays, which mostly affirm the ‘literary 
and cultural-political possibilities’ of Latin authors speaking through ‘voices of weakness 
and inferiority’ (3). I wonder how well the chosen terms ‘weakness’ and ‘inferiority’ 
really fit the phenomena examined in these chapters (and whether they are even the 
same). But the essays are consistently thoughtful and well argued, offering a 
kaleidoscopic examination of the hierarchies alternately reinforced and undermined by 
Latin authors from Plautus to late antiquity.   
 A number of chapters examine the volatility and changeability of relationships of 
power, or at least as they are represented on the page. Victoria Rimell’s inventive reading 
of the Ars Poetica aims to restore an awareness of Horace’s daring provocations towards 
his elite addressees. Rimell argues that Horace usurps paternal and didactic authority over 
the younger Pisones, fostering a culture of exacting critique in order to subject these men 
to the poet’s own wit and acumen. The idea that ‘poetic talent is a great social leveller’ 
(112) is also the theme of Jean-Claude Juhle’s reading of Martial 5.13, although the 
Epigrams show that the axiom works better in theory than in practice: Juhle argues that 
Martial pictures himself as a pauper mostly when decrying the fact that untalented people 
have more money. A didactic relationship is also the subject of Shadi Bartsch’s rich 
account of Fulgentius’ Expositio continentiae Virgilianae, a text that enacts a drama of 
shifting subject positions. Berated by Virgil himself as he outlines the allegorical 
meaning of the Aeneid, Fulgentius’ persona in the treatise gradually loses any awe for his 
teacher (240-1). The status of the epic poem is also changed, from an illicit text of 
dubious morality to an object worthy of Christian study and attention. Bartsch describes 
the process of allegorization as a simultaneous redemption and destruction of the original 
text (it ‘produces a safe, Christianized account of the pagan poem, at the cost perhaps of 
destroying the original and its author’, 239). The process could equally be understood as 
a radical opening up of the reader’s role in making meaning: Aaron Pelttari describes this 
expansion of the reader’s power as one of the distinctive shifts in late antique literary 
cultures (The Space that Remains: Reading Latin Poetry in Late Antiquity, 2014). 
Equally useful are chapters that remain ambivalent about the category of ‘the 
weaker voice’, testing ways in which the notion does and does not fit. Philip Hardie’s 
sensitive essay on Paulinus of Nola’s Carmen 18 concludes that the poet invests his 
character of the poor rusticus, reunited with his lost cattle, with both pathos and 
theological significance. Yet the poem’s comic elements preserve traces of elite 
condescension. The classicizing text resists the complete inversion of hierarchies – poor 
to rich, weak to strong – promised by the Christian message. Tom Geue’s chapter 
examines the absence of self-naming by Phaedrus and Juvenal, who appear to sidestep a 
culture of competitive self-fashioning long presumed by Latin literary studies to be the 
norm. Geue provides more detailed readings of both poets in his monographs Author 
Unknown: the Power of Anonymity (2019) and Juvenal and the Poetics of Anonymity 
(2017), but this contribution starts with useful critical reflections on the critical metaphor 
of the ‘voice’ (89-91). By speaking of the voice of ancient poets rather than their 
attenuated textual remains, are we automatically according them an unwarranted 
strength? Unavoidably, these poets are weakened by the fact that we can access them, 
only ever partially, in text.  
The relationship between Greece and Rome is the subject of another set of 
chapters. Sebastian Matzner wrestles with the applicability of postcolonial paradigms to 
classical antiquity. Roman writers continue to assume a position of inferiority to Greek 
models, ‘even’, as he says, ‘when the political realities of the day present the exact 
opposite power balance’ (36). Matzner offers a critique – perhaps not critical enough – of 
the thought experiment in Martin Hose’s article ‘Post-Colonial Theory and Greek 
Literature in Rome’ (1999), which reimagines the development of Latin literature as a 
struggle against the colonial power of Greek culture, and describes hostility towards 
Greeks from Cato to Juvenal as attempts at cultural ‘emancipation’. There is obvious risk 
here in equating two very different forms of power. The ‘colonialism’ of Greek literary 
influence on Rome is quite distinct from the suffering caused by actual colonialism, 
which is, as Matzner writes, ‘irreducible, incommensurable, and incomparable’ (46). 
Still, his chapter suggests that postcolonial criticism might still offer insights into Roman 
philhellenism, the compulsive desire for Greek models that kept Roman literature in a 
state of constant, inescapable comparison. In a different register, G. O. Hutchinson 
examines representations of beauty in Roman and Greek literature, arguing that Latin, 
with some notable exceptions, lacks the competitive comparisons of beauty with which 
Greek literature is ‘saturated’ (191). The ‘theme possesses such a large, vivid, agonistic 
presence across the literature that Latin cannot match’ (194). Covering an extraordinary 
amount of ground in less than twenty pages, Hutchinson opens up many new lines of 
inquiry about distinctive ways of writing desire in Greek and Latin poetry. Stephen 
Harrison’s article examines an element of Horace’s Odes typically dismissed in earlier 
scholarship as a trace of Hellenistic literary influence: homoerotic descriptions of male 
beauty. While appreciations of the masculine form are often represented in the Odes as 
the perspective of female characters, they should equally be understood, Harrison argues, 
as part of the speaker’s emotional world.  
 As I was reading Harrison’s chapter, I wondered how he was going to tie same-
sex desire back to inferiority or weakness. The answer comes in the last paragraph: 
Horace’s homoeroticism is an instance of complex inferiority because it is downplayed 
by Horace himself, and because it has been marginalized in earlier scholarship. 
Suppressed, then, or denigrated; but inferior? The label risks assuming the same negative 
associations that the essay aims to challenge. Other chapters move away from weakness 
altogether, and focus instead on aggression and power. Vassiliki Panoussi explores the 
upending of Roman sexual hierarchies, tracing a lineage of threatening women from 
Cicero’s Clodia to Tacitus’ Messalina and Agrippina. Ellen O’Gorman’s chapter focuses 
not on individuals, but on a social force: the noise of crowds, which is described and also 
echoed through verbal effects in Latin historiography. Rather than presupposing the 
inferiority and powerlessness of the plebs, Livy and Sallust convey in their texts the 
destabilizing political effects of clamor, which exists at a contested point between 
inarticulate noise and legitimate speech. The sounds of Latin, O’Gorman suggests, still 
have the power to represent the ‘ever-present, underlying murmur of the clamor populi’ 
(148), not a background hum but a rumbling force of disruption and potential change. 
 ‘Genre itself is a dimension of inferiority’, writes William Fitzgerald in his 
chapter (22), arguing that claims of inferiority of one sort or another are nearly ubiquitous 
in Latin literature and criticism. Poets’ assertions of inferior status provoke readers to 
think about the ‘complex status and nature’ of poetry itself (21). Yet transforming the 
‘weaker voice’ into a question of literary positionality only partially answers the question 
outlined for the volume on the book’s opening page. What is the relationship between an 
elite pose of inferiority and the lived experience of being disempowered? Amy Richlin’s 
moving account of ‘Blackface and Drag in the Palliata’ describes the performance of 
Roman comedy against the background of forced migration and enslavement in the 
Mediterranean. Given the likelihood that a drama like Plautus’ Poenulus would have been 
seen and acted by people transplanted to Rome, the comedic text has a double power. It 
forces actors to perform their marginalized identities, but at the same time puts on stage 
the story of that marginalization. Dunstan Lowe offers a wide-ranging account of the 
‘announcer’ or ‘auctioneer’ (praeco) in Latin poetry, who became a sort of model, he 
argues, for the elite figure of the elegiac amator. Lowe convincingly demonstrates that 
Ovid appeals to this despised, typically low-class figure to depict his praise of the puella 
as a variant of the huckster advertising his wares. The ironic recollection of the praeco in 
elite verse is, he argues, a ‘playful’ transgression of boundaries of decorum, yet it also 
exposes a powerful class anxiety, reflecting the fear that ‘low-status skillful speaking 
might infect an elite society unified by oratory’ (153). 
 Numerous chapters in this volume link ‘complex inferiority’ in Latin literature to 
modern buzzwords like ‘passive aggressive’ (13, 112) and, naturally, ‘inferiority 
complex’ (84, 112). But perhaps the equally loaded contemporary term ‘appropriation’ 
comes closer to grappling with the provocation posed by Spivak. Is there something 
oppressive, rather than subversive or empowering, in an elite poet impersonating a 
subaltern voice? Answers will vary, and this illuminating book explores a number of 
different possibilities. The question remains, but I am grateful to the volume for asking it.  
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